Longwood University

Digital Commons @ Longwood University
Theses, Dissertations & Honors Papers
4-12-2001

A Survey of Student Participation in the IEP Process
Elizabeth A. Edgemon
Longwood University

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.longwood.edu/etd
Part of the Curriculum and Instruction Commons, Educational Assessment, Evaluation, and Research
Commons, and the Special Education and Teaching Commons

Recommended Citation
Edgemon, Elizabeth A., "A Survey of Student Participation in the IEP Process" (2001). Theses,
Dissertations & Honors Papers. 164.
https://digitalcommons.longwood.edu/etd/164

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by Digital Commons @ Longwood University. It has been
accepted for inclusion in Theses, Dissertations & Honors Papers by an authorized administrator of Digital
Commons @ Longwood University. For more information, please contact hamiltonma@longwood.edu,
alwinehd@longwood.edu.

Student Participation in IEPs
Running head:

Student Participation in IEPs

A Survey of Student Participation in the IEP Process
Elizabeth A. Edgemon
Longwood College

This thesis has been approved by
Dr. Peggy Tarpley (Chairperson)
Dr. Ruth Meese
Dr. Stephen Keith
Date of Approval:

1
L.,'...---

Before we begin, I just want to say THANK YOU.
THANK YOU to my committee, for reading and editing and
reading and editing and helping me complete this huge
project.
THANK YOU to all of the Special Education professors for
inspiring me to work my hardest.
THANK YOU to every teacher and professor I have ever had,
for you have all made me who I am, and your motivating,
kind words will mold me into who I become.
THANK YOU to all who have encouraged this endeavor.
THANK YOU.

Student Participation in IEPs
Abstract
The purpose of this research was to investigate teachers'
compliance with the portion of the IDEA '97 amendments that
mandates participation in the IEP process by students 14
and older, or younger when transition is discussed.
Researcher-developed surveys were sent to middle and high
school special educators throughout Virginia.

The results

of these surveys reflect teachers' compliance with this
component of the IDEA Amendments of 1997.

Nearly all of

the teachers surveyed reported that at least some of their
students were present at their most recent IEP meeting and,
though less than half of those students had any preparation
for the meeting, more than half of the students present in
their IEP meeting were active participants.

Teachers also

reported a lack of training regarding student involvement
in IEP meetings and preparation.

Conclusions reflect that

teacher training regarding the benefits of including
students in the IEP development and meetings as well as
teaching strategies to accomplish this would be beneficial.
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A Survey of Student Participation in the IEP Process
In "The Declaration of Independence,

11

Thomas Jefferson

proclaimed that every man has a right to "life, liberty and
the pursuit of happiness 11

(1776).

A part of pursuing

happiness must include the right to make choices about
one's own life and to be involved in one's own future.
Unfortunately, the educational system today takes this
right away from many students with disabilities by not
including them in Individualized Education Program (IEP)
development and meetings.

In addition to violating the

right of students to pursue happiness, by not involving
students in their IEP process, educators and parents are
losing a valuable tool for teaching self-determination and
empowering students to succeed in life.
Review of the Related Literature
An unknown person once said, "the difference between a
successful person and others is not a lack of strength, not
a lack of knowledge, but rather a lack of will 11
(anonymous).

If will, motivation and drive are necessary

to become successful, then most students with disabilities
do not have much of a chance to succeed.

The learned

helplessness theory (Balk, 1983; Canino, 1981; Maier

&

Seligman, 1976; Miller & Seligman, 1975) explains these
missing characteristics as the result of years of not
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excelling at everything, or sometimes anything, that a
student attempts.

The student comes to believe that no

matter how hard he tries, he will not succeed; thus he
stops trying (Hallahan & Kauffman, 1997).

Students with

mild disabilities are hard-pressed to find success and have
such little faith in their abilities that they believe they
cannot have repeated success at an individual task (Diener
& Dweck,

1980).

When they do succeed, the students

attribute their achievement to luck, not skill, which leads
to decreased self-esteem (Tominey, 1996; Greer & Wethered,
1984)
Why Success Is Not An Option
Factors other than failure that affect student learned
helplessness include lack of initiation, participation and
persistence, a dependency on prompts, a lack of
reinforcement strategies, seeking out people to "do for"
the student, high levels of tangible reinforcement, refusal
to try new experiences, depression and a lack of faith in
one's abilities (Marks, 1998).

In fact, Kleinhammer

Tramill, Tramill, Schrepel and Davis (1983) found that,
even for as short a period of time as twenty minutes, the
use of a noncontingent reward system led to learned
helplessness in students with learning disabilities,
suggesting that failure is not the cause behind all learned

7
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helplessness behavior, especially not in students with
learning disabilities.

Interactions as common as meeting a

new person can be enough to induce learned helplessness
behavior.

Settle and Milich (1999) studied the effects of

social interactions with friendly and non-friendly peers on
students with and without learning disabilities and found
that students with learning disabilities had more polar
reactions to the experiences.

For example, a student with

a disability would not make friends with the friendly peer
after having an experience with the non-friendly peer.
Conversely, a student without a disability was willing to
attempt to become friends with the new, friendly peer after
the negative experience.

Settle and Milich (1999) suggest

this reflects the learned helplessness behavior of these
students because they were less persistent in trying to
make the experience positive and were very likely to blame
the negative interaction on themselves.

Conversely, those

students without learning disabilities demonstrated a
tendency to consider the influence of external factors in
negative interactions and were also likely to be more
resilient after a failed interaction (Settle & Milich,
1999).
Although these studies may suggest that learned
helplessness behavior can be turned on and off based on

8
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minute-by-minute encounters with the world, Weisz (1979)
found that, in students with mental retardation, learned
helplessness behavior is learned over time.

Additionally,

those with mental retardation tend to generalize events so
that one failure may lead to learned helplessness behavior
for days or weeks to come (Weisz, 1979).

More than just a

single event, or even repeated events, can lead to learned
helplessness.

Mal, Jain and Yadav (1990) found that

students in India who are considered highly deprived as
defined by housing, home environment, sociocultural
experiences, economic sufficiency, and childhood
experiences do more poorly on tasks than students not
considered deprived after a similar failure.

They are also

more likely to blame the failure on themselves or on
factors that do not change or apply to everyone who
undertook the task.

These students may be more susceptible

to learned helplessness because they encounter more adverse
conditions on a regular basis, making them feel
incompetent.

When these feelings carry over into other

areas of a student's life, learned helplessness results
(Mal, et al., 1990).

The unfavorable conditions these

Indian children face can be compared to those of students
with disabilities who constantly face daunting tasks in the
classroom beyond those of their nondisabled peers.

9

Student Participation in IEPs 10
Cooley and Ayres (1988) found that what students
attribute their successes and failures to greatly impacts
their self-concept and motivation, two areas in which
students with disabilities are already lacking.

In

addition, learned helplessness affects motivational,
cognitive and emotional abilities (Beck, as cited in Greer
&

Wethered, 1984) and is significantly correlated with poor

academic achievement (Fincham, Hokoda

&

Sanders, 1989)

Ayres and Cooley (1990) compared the attributional
tendencies of students with learning disabilities to those
in general education and found that students with learning
disabilities were more likely to attribute their success to
chance and their failure to a lack of ability.

Luchow,

Crowl and Kahn (1985) found similar results, but they also
found that the students with learning disabilities and mild
mental retardation in their study attributed failure to a
lack of effort.

Therefore, student motivation may be a key

factor to success or failure.
Students can be taught to attribute success to their
own hard work through attribution training and, in
combination with self-esteem boosters, students with and
without disabilities can reduce learned helplessness
tendencies.

Learned helplessness has been addressed by a

wide range of researchers (Coley & Hoffman, 1990; Orbach

&
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Hadas, 1982; Walling & Martinek, 1995), all applying
theories and suggestions for improvement in their own
disciplines, but many of the ideas pertain to all those
with learned helplessness.

Walling and Martinek (1995)

speaking to physical educators stated that stressing effort
and improvement over outcome, structuring the learning
environment so that everyone participates and creating
leadership and responsibility roles within the class will
be beneficial to those destined for learned helplessness in
P.E. classes.

Training poor readers in question response

cues, self-evaluation and response journals raised readers'
self-confidence, according to Coley and Hoffman (1990).
Orbach and Hadas (1982) found that subjects with learned
helplessness who were given self-esteem feedback rebounded
from their negative thoughts much more quickly than those
who were not given self-esteem feedback.
Along the same lines, Walker and Bunsen (1995) and
Rosenthal (1985) have recognized the importance to
overcoming learned helplessness by addressing its source.
For students with emotional and behavioral disorders who
lack the social skills necessary for success and
independence in the real world, Walker and Bunsen (1995)
proposed the implementation of vocational education and
mentoring programs.

Rosenthal (1985) developed a program
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for college students with learning disabilities to address
learned helplessness issues in the areas of decision
making, researching career choices, field visits, career
days, and learning how to interview and be interviewed
through role-playing.

More global suggestions for

improving learned helplessness include having appropriate
expectations and safe, predictable environments; rewarding
independent behavior, teaching at the appropriate level for
each child, providing for success, avoiding prompting the
child if he is capable; and assigning tasks that are
active, interesting and offer the opportunity for the
student to solve problems and have control (Marks, 1998)
After addressing the source of the learned
helplessness, another tactic for eliminating learned
helplessness is to teach students to attribute their
successes to themselves, and their failures to outside
agents, thus increasing their self-esteem and related
skills.

Brock and Kowitz (1980) and Tollefson (1982) found

that attribution retraining for students with learning
disabilities resulted in increased persistence, time on
task and internalization of personal responsibility.

These

skills correlate to those necessary for a student to be his
own self-advocate and, therefore, on his way to becoming
successful.
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Gaining Skills For Independence
Advocates for people with disabilities are not hard to
find.

Organizations with this very purpose are too

numerous to count (e.g., The Council for Exceptional
Children, The ARC)

The history of special education has

been shaped and continues to be shaped by parents and
teachers pushing for rights and services for their children
with disabilities.

However, less is heard about students

advocating for themselves.

From the day a person is born,

his parents watch out for him, and when the individual
encounters other adults at school those people also serve
as protectors.

In a child's natural development there

comes a point where parents, teachers and society loosen
their hold, allowing the young adult to make his own
decisions and learn from his own mistakes; however, this
point rarely occurs naturally for those with disabilities.
Extra efforts need to be taken to teach self-determination
skills and to enable the students to take over their own
lives.
The IEP was first introduced in 1975 with the
enactment of Public Law 94-142, the Education for All
Handicapped Children Act, as a written agreement between
parents and school personnel about a student's needs and
ways to address those needs.

The IEP must contain a
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description of the student 1 s unique educational needs, his
present levels of performance in academic and school
related areas, a statement of the services and
accommodations he will need in the coming year and
instructional goals and objectives (Hallahan & Kauffman,
1997).

From these goals and objectives, teachers will

alter their instruction to suit the individual needs of the
student.
The IEP team, the people who make the decisions about
a student 1 s educational program, is composed of a special
educator, a regular educator, a representative of the
school, the student's parents, any related services
personnel, others who might be helpful in considering the
specific needs of this student, and sometimes the child
(Yell, 1998).

Though the student need not be involved

during the IEP process throughout his entire life, the 1997
Amendments to the Individuals with Disabilities Education
Act of 1990, an update of PL 94-142, mandate that the
student be involved in the IEP process once he is fourteen
and anytime that transition services and goals are
discussed.

Transition incorporates all of the services

necessary to ease a student's movement from high school
into all aspects of the real world.

Futhermore, IDEA 1997

mandates that students must be informed at least one year
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before reaching the age of majority that rights will
transfer to them.

This amendment explains the fact that

students should be involved when decisions are made
regarding their future; however, students often can and
need to be involved during the entire process and from an
earlier age than the law mandates.
Self-determination is "choosing and enacting choices
to control one's life-to the maximum extent possible-based
on knowing and valuing oneself, and in pursuit of one's own
needs, interests, and values"
cited in Field, 1996, p.42).

(Campeau & Wolman, 1993 as
This behavior is comprised

of a number of characteristics including behavioral
autonomy, self-regulation, psychological empowerment, self
realization, decision-making, problem-solving, choice
making, self-efficacy, self-observation, evaluation and
reinforcement, self-instruction and self-awareness
(Wehmeyer, Agran & Hughes, 1998).

Self-determination

skills that can be developed and reinforced through a
student's involvement in the IEP process consist of, among
others, choice making, decision making, problem-solving,
goal setting and attainment, self-observation skills, self
evaluation skills, self-awareness and self-knowledge
(Wehmeyer & Schwartz, 1997).

Student Participation in IEPs 16
The largest subdivision of self-determination is self
advocacy skills.

These skills include learning how and in

what situations to be assertive (Wehmeyer, et al., 1998)
One program that has been developed in middle and high
schools to facilitate self-advocacy skills focuses on
disability awareness by requiring students to sign up and
request testing accommodations in alliance with their IEP.
Through this process, students realize the importance and
relevance of their testing accommodations for success
(Weimer, Cappotelli & Dicamillo, 1994).
The importance of these self-determination skills
cannot be disputed, as many researchers have found evidence
that students who leave school with higher levels of self
determination have better life outcomes than those with low
levels of self-determination (Sitlington, 1996; Wehmeyer &
Schwartz, 1997).

Wehmeyer and Schwartz (1997) found that

students with high levels of self-determination were more
likely to want to move away from home, to have a savings or
checking account, and to be earning money.

For those

students with lower levels of self-determination who were
employed for pay, Wehmeyer and Schwartz (1997) found that
they were earning an average of $2.33 less per hour than
their high self-determination level peers.
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Despite the documented importance of these skills,
teachers on the whole are not incorporating self
determination skill goals into IEPs and instruction.
Wehmeyer, Agran and Hughes (2000) found that though
teachers understand and recognize the importance of self
determination skills, 31% of teachers in the study said
that none of their students had self-determination-related
goals on their IEP.

In a similar study, Grigal, Test,

Beattie and Wood (1997) found that a little over half of
their sample students with disabilities participated in the
transition component of their IEP, the portion of the IEP
that plans for the rest of the student's life.

Therefore,

one can infer, that though teachers understand the
importance of self-determination skills, they are in need
of instruction on how to teach these skills.

Student

involvement in the IEP process can be one of the ways to
incorporate self-determination instruction into the
curriculum. Self-determination, student-led IEP curricula,
and person-centered planning are strategies that have been
found effective in developing self-determination and self
advocacy and are useful in this capacity (Hasazi, Furney
Destefano, 1999).
The Education for All Handicapped Children Act of
1975, P.L. 94-142, explicitly states that one of the

&
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members of the IEP team should be uthe student, if
appropriate n .
the law,

However, especially in the early years of

uif appropriate n has often been interpreted as

only if the parents insist and school personnel cannot talk
them out of it.

In a 1978 study, Marver and David (as

cited in Turnbull, Strickland & Brantley, 1982) found
almost no student participation in IEP meetings, even
though benefits abound for both the student and the
educators.

Martin and Marshall (1995) found that this

precedent set in the 1980s had not changed dramatically
over time.

They sadly reported that the majority of

students and parents are not aware that the student can
attend the IEP meeting.
The advantages of involving a student in his IEP are
not limited to the writing of the IEP.

Student input can

make goal development, determination of present level of
performance, and accommodation decisions more tailored to
the needs of that particular student.

Educators are able

to glean valuable information from the student regarding
his specific learning needs, information that, without
direct student input at the IEP meeting, either never would
have been found out or would have required more time
invested in observational or interviewing techniques in
order to ascertain.

Additionally, the student gains a
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greater understanding of his IEP and what it will mean for
him over the next year.

In addition, he learns more about

his disability and his capabilities and feels that he has a
stake in his educational future.

One of the most important

things that student involvement in the IEP process develops
for the student is self-determination and self-advocacy
skills (Turnbull, et al, 1982), along with intrinsic
motivation to learn (VanReusen & Bos, 1990, 1994).

These

are among the key determinants for the student's future.
Empirical data regarding the direct benefits to
students of being involved in the IEP are not abundant;
however, the research that does exist is very promising.
VanReusen and Bos (1994) found that students reported
feeling empowered by their involvement in the IEP process,
because they were allowed to be a part of major decisionmaking and goal setting for their own lives.

Parents,

teachers and students all agree that the student's mere
presence gives the IEP meeting a more positive tone
Ikan & Hatcher, 2000).

(VanReusen & Bos,

1994; Conderman,

Conderman, et al.

(2000) discovered that parent involvement

in meeting in which students were involved was 93%, as
compared to 35% attendance at meetings in which students
were not participants.
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A strategy developed by VanReusen and Bos (1990),
IPLAN, empowers students for goal planning and setting by
providing them a process for taking inventory of their
strengths and weaknesses and presenting that information to
the IEP team members.
remembering to:

The acronym IPLAN aides students in

Inventory strengths and weaknesses;

Provide the inventory information to others; Listen and
respond to adult feedback; Ask questions; and Name their
goals (VanRuesen & Bos, 1990).

The student then listens

and responds to suggestions and asks questions.

Finally,

the student formulates and names the goals to be listed on
the IEP (VanReusen & Bos, 1990).

VanReusen and Bos (1994)

compared the contributions made to IEP meetings of students
who had been taught this particular IEP strategy versus
those who had not been instructed in any strategy.

They

found that those with prior training provided more goals,
more information about their disability (e.g., strengths
and weaknesses), and more information on their learning and
career goals than those who had not been taught a strategy.
One concern that teachers may have in teaching strategies
to students is a lack of time; however, the tested strategy
only took one class period for three to five days to
implement (VanReusen

&

Bos, 1994).
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More than sixty programs (ChoiceMaker, Whose Future Is
it Anyway?, Next S.T.E.P.:

Student Transition and

Educational Planning, TAKE CHARGE for the Future, Goal
Action Planning; Wehmeyer, et al., 1998) exist to aid
teachers in teaching students how to have greater self
determination, so choosing the proper curriculum can be
quite a daunting task.

When choosing a self-determination

curriculum, as with any curricula, teachers must consider
its appropriateness for their students.

Some of the

questions teachers may want to ask include:
covered match my students' needs?

Do the skills

Are the lesson plans

easy to follow and appropriately engaging for my students?
What time and money resources are necessary for this
program?
2000).

(Test, Karvonen, Wood, Browder

&

Algozzine,

Battle, Dickens-Wright and Murphy (1998) developed

eight steps to self-advocacy, several of which should be a
part of any program to empower adolescents in their IEP
process:

putting the student in the center of

communication between teachers and parents, developing a
portfolio, practicing the information he will present at
the IEP meeting, presenting the portfolio to parents,
following up with the student after the meeting, updating
parents and students on progress, encouraging parents to
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volunteer and involving both parents and students in the
planning.
Kling's (2000) ASSERT curricula is very specific in
the actual skills necessary for self-advocacy in the IEP
meeting:

gaining Awareness of disability, Stating

disability, Stating strengths and limitations, Evaluating
problem and solutions, Role playing solution, and Trying it
in the real setting.

Kling (2000) lists several strategies

for each of these steps, which are similar to those found
in other curricula.

A few include having the child compare

himself to his peers to aid his self-awareness, as well as
using self-portraits, life stories, counseling, and self
reflection.

In addition using songs, stories, books, and

interviews to describe disabilities is helpful.

Examining

student portfolios, completing self-evaluations and
conversing with parents and teachers gives insight when
stating strengths and limitations. Evaluating problems and
solutions through stories and puppet shows, modeling or the
POPPS technique ("Problem identification, identifies
Occurrence setting, pinpoints the People present,
determines Preceding event, and identifies Subsequent
events n is quite effective for younger children (Kling,
2000, p.67).
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An entire school-wide program that has been
implemented to engage students in the development of all of
these skills, with an emphasis on transition, is found at
Fountain-Fort Carson High School in Colorado
(www.uncc.edu/sdsp/exemplar sites/ffchs.asp).

Freshmen and

sophomore special education students attend a self-advocacy
class in which they learn skills that they will have a
chance to practice and use throughout the remainder of
their high school career.
they enter the real world.

They perfect these skills before
Direct and practical

instruction in self-determination skills as a whole is not
abandoned once students are juniors; self-determination
skills are an integral part of curricula in other courses.
Students are also expected to participate in their IEP
development and meetings as culminating activities to
reinforce the learned skills (www.uncc.edu/sdsp/
exemplar_sites/ffchs.asp).
In contrast to these student and teacher activities,
(1997) person-centered transition planning

Miner and Bates'

and Kroeger, Leibold and Ryan's (1999) empowerment process
are geared more towards the entire IEP team being involved
in goal setting and accommodations.
planning (Miner

&

Person-centered

Bates, 1997) involves determining all

possible sources of support for the student as well as what
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"works" and "doesn't work" for the student in a way that
makes it more appropriate for students with more severe
disabilities.

Also, because person-centered planning is

designed to develop a personal profile, future lifestyle
preferences, action steps with parties responsible for each
step, and necessary changes in services the student is
currently receiving, person-centered planning is excellent
preparation for transition planning (Miner & Bates, 1997).
Kroeger et al.'s (1999) plan to empower the student in
the IEP process is centered around the chalkboard, and the
editing of a thought until it becomes a good, solid goal
with measurable objectives.

One key to this procedure is

to lay out a plan, complete with time guides for the
meeting so that everyone present knows what is coming up
next.

The most important part of this design is the

positive tone, the fact that brainstorming begins by
listing student strengths and that the meeting remains
focused on positives in the student's life and school
experiences (Kroeger, 1999).

Additionally, both Miner and

Bates' (1997) and Kroeger et al's (1999) programs show how
important and possible it is for student involvement to
occur at all disability levels.
Two eclectic programs (McGahee, Mason, Wallace &
Jones, in press; Kupper, 1995a) that can easily be tailored
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to promote involvement of students with most disabilities
are both based on work done in 1995 by the National
Information Center for Children and Youth with Disabilities
(NICHCY) and on the ongoing teaching of Marcy McGahee.
These documents explicitly detail steps that educators
should take when implementing a student-led IEP program,
covering everything from confidentiality to steps for
teaching legislation.
NICHCY developed Helping Students Develop Their IEPs
(Kupper, 1995a) and the complimentary work, A Student's
Guide to the IEP (Kupper, 1995b), to be used jointly by
parents, teachers and students in order to prepare students
to participate in their IEP meetings.

These guides include

lessons and sample worksheets as well as an overview of
special education laws, a glossary of special education
related terms and a list of additional resources.

The

teacher guide provides step-by-step instructions for
implementation, and the student guide has been written at a
lower level to be used concurrently.

The student guide

also comes with a tape that will be of great help for
students who rely more on auditory learning methods
(Kupper, 1995a, 1995b).
McGahee and colleagues'

(in press) program is very

similar to the NICHCY guides; however, the more recent
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guide is more inclusive and explicit in the details that
are pertinent to begin preparing students to participate in
the IEP process in a very deliberate manner.
McGahee et.al.

Additionally,

(in press) updated the guide to include

information related to IDEA '97 Amendments, with an
emphasis on transfer of rights and transition.

When

beginning a student-led IEP program, teachers must involve
administration and parents and to ensure confidentiality.
McGahee et al.'s guide (in press) considers details in
these processes, as well as that of selecting students,
planning lessons and scheduling time.

Most importantly,

this guide provides activity ideas and suggestions for
helping students understand IEPs, develop their IEP,
participate in their IEP meetings and continue to be self
advocates (McGahee, et al., in press).
The McGahee and colleagues program, Student-Led IEPs:
A Guide for Student Involvement (in press), has already
been used with a small number of students and the results
are very promising.

Stillerman, Mason and McGahee's (2000)

observations of five IEP meetings of students with a
variety of disabilities reflected student participation on
many levels:

led the meeting, described disability,

described present level of performance, described test
results, described current problems in classes, described
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strengths, described goals, described accommodations,
described transition plan, described legal requirements.
These behaviors were reported on a scale from zero to five,
with zero meaning no participation and five indicating
excellent participation.

The student with the most

participation rated excellent in eight out of the ten
areas, and very high in the other two.

The majority of the

students rated "very well" in describing their present
level of performance, current problems in classes, and
their strengths.

Two of the five students rated five in

describing their goals, accommodations and transition plan.
Even the student with the lowest scores across the board,
presumably because of his largely communicative disability
that inhibited him from participating in the same manner as
the other students, was able to describe his strengths,
goals, accommodations and transition plan.
al.

(2000)

Stillerman et

also found that the difficulty areas were

relatively stable across the small sample, with problems
occurring when students were asked to describe their
disabilities and the legal requirements (Stillerman, et
al. ,

2000) .

A teacher needs to look at a number of components
before selecting a student involvement program, including
matching the intended audience to the group it will be used
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with, ensuring that the specific skills that the individual
students need to work on are included, and balancing the
time commitment necessary for success (Test, et al., 2000).
However, two key steps to any successful program that will
enable students to participate and plan their IEPs are to
tailor the program to the individual students and to
involve those students in the process because, after all,
this is their future (Field, 1996).
Statement of the Problem and Hypothesis
The purpose of this study was to investigate teachers'
compliance with the portion of the IDEA '97 amendments that
mandates participation in the IEP process by students 14
and older, or younger when transition is discussed.
Teachers' perceptions of student participation in their IEP
meetings will also be examined.

Additionally, the purpose

of this study is to investigate the effects of an inservice
on student involvement in IEPs and the use of techniques
taught by special education teachers.
After an inservice addressing purposes and techniques
for involving students in the IEP process, these educated
teachers will include more students in writing parts of
their IEP and/or the IEP meeting itself than they had
included previous to the inservice.

Additionally, the

researcher believes that, as a result of complying with
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IDEA '97 Amendments, nearly all students of high school age
will participate in their IEP meeting to some degree.
Method
Participants
Participants for the general survey (Appendix A)
consisted of forty-five special education teachers from
randomly selected middle and high schools within the
Commonwealth of Virginia.

Participants who were asked to

complete the general survey (Appendix A), inservice
(Appendix F), and post-inservice survey (Appendix E) were
nine special educators who serve on IEP teams for students
of middle and high school age selected by the
superintendents of two south-central Virginia school
divisions.
Design
In this study all participants received a general
survey (Appendix A) regarding their involvement of students
in the IEP process.

Simultaneously, a small group of

participants were selected to participate in an inservice
workshop (Appendix F) to educate them on the benefits and
methods by which to include students in the IEP process.
These teachers were then asked to complete a follow-up
survey (Appendix E) two months after the workshop regarding
their incorporation of any of these methods into daily
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lessons and their intentions of involving students in
Additionally, the results of the surveys

upcoming IEPs.

sent out across the state were compiled according to
student involvement in the IEP process by grade level and
disability.
Instruments
The inservice training session was conducted using the
work of McGahee, et al.

(in press).

The training session

began with a very succinct summary of research that
demonstrates why student involvement in IEP development is
so vital for student achievement and success, then briefly
touched on the elements of administrative and parental
involvement and support as well as confidentiality as laid
out in McGahee, et al's guide (in press).

The majority of

the training session focused on providing strategies and
techniques (IPLAN, VanReusen

&

Bos, 1990; ASSERT, Kling,

2000) that are helpful in enabling a student to understand
his IEP, assess his IEP, write sections of the IEP and
participate in the IEP meeting.
The researcher developed the pre and post surveys
(Appendices A

&

E) explicitly for this study.

Five middle

school special educators not involved in this study as well
as three professors of special education reviewed them for
readability and clarity of directions.
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Procedure
After obtaining verbal permission from randomly
selected superintendents, the general survey (Appendix A)
was sent to sixty randomly selected middle and high schools
within the Commonwealth of Virginia.

Some of these letters

were addressed to the Special Education Department Head and
were accompanied by a cover letter (Appendix B) describing
the study.

In a number of cases, the superintendent

requested that the survey be sent to the school board
office where someone, generally the Special Education
Director, would pass it along to an appropriate teacher.
In these cases, both Appendix B and Appendix C were
attached to the survey.

Simultaneously, letters (Appendix

D) were sent to school superintendents in Southside
Virginia explaining the study and asking for permission to
work with the teachers in their school division.

The

researcher worked with the individual superintendents to
develop a time and place for the workshop which was
agreeable to the teachers in each division.

Due to time

constraints and the time of year, only two school divisions
were interested in the inservice.
Before the workshop began, teachers were asked to
complete a general survey (Appendix A) that was compared
with those of the larger sample.

These survey responses
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were compared with the statewide teacher sample to
determine if those involved in the inservice were
representative of the general population concerning their
knowledge of and previous experience with student-led IEPs.
One and a half months following the inservice workshop,
attendees were sent a follow-up survey (Appendix E)
containing questions regarding any methods they had
implemented since the inservice which would aid their
students' involvement in the IEP process.

Unfortunately,

only two of these surveys were returned, despite a reminder
sent out by the researcher.

Due to the lack of information

obtained regarding the original purpose of the research,
the researcher analyzed all of the general surveys gathered
to determine how involved students are in their IEP
meetings throughout the Commonwealth of Virginia.
Data Analysis
Answers from the pre-inservice survey that was
distributed throughout the Commonwealth were compared to
the smaller sample of pre-inservice surveys collected from
those who participated in the training to see if the
smaller group properly represented the larger group
regarding familiarity with the term self-determination.

To

accomplish this, the researcher averaged responses for each
question and compared the means, finding it unnecessary to
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calculate t-scores due to the small sample size (sample
size = 9).
Responses on the general surveys collected throughout
the state were compiled and means were computed and
analyzed for trends in student IEP participation and
preparation for the meeting.
Results
Of 46 middle and high school special educators, 93%
(n=43) of the teachers had at least one student who was
present at his or her last IEP meeting, while 52% (n=24) of
those surveyed reported that all of their students were
present.

More high schoolers were present at their IEP

meetings (79%; n=350) than were middle schoolers (44%;
n=207).

According to the teachers, of the 62% (n=557) of

students who were present at their last IEP meeting, 44%
(n=240) had had some type of preparation for the meeting,
ranging from reviewing an already written IEP draft, to
helping formulate the IEP draft, to completing mock IEP
meetings.

At the IEP meeting, 23% (n=119) of students

present were perceived by their teachers to be passive
observers, while 64% (n=324) were perceived to be active
participants and 12% (n=63) fell somewhere between the two
extremes (see Figure 1).
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Figure 1
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The breakdown by disability of students who were
present at their IEP meeting by disability reflects that in
large part students with learning disabilities were present
more than those with other disabilities (see Figure 2).
Students with mental retardation had the lowest attendance
(n=l4), but those who were present tended to be perceived
as active (n=6).

The percentage of students who were

perceived to be active participants was not different for
students with learning disabilities (47%; n=83), mental
retardation (43%; n=6) or in the other category (56%;
n=20).

Conversely, those with emotional/behavioral

disorders were reported as being much more passive (84%;
n=l6) than there peers with other disabilities (see Figure
3)

A comparison of the familiarity of respondents across
the state with the term "self-determination" to those who
went through the inservice revealed that those selected for
the inservice were more aware of this term (89% had heard
of it) than those throughout the state are (46% had heard
of it).

Though proportionally more of these teachers had

heard of the term, only 23% of these teacher's students
participated in their last IEP meeting, versus 62% across
the state.

The respondents to the post-surveys reported
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working on the following skills with their students:
understanding the IEP (58%; n=21); accommodations (19%;
n=7); identifying goals (11%; n=4); writing the IEP (16%;
n=6).
Discussion
Although the original hypothesis was neither proven
nor disproven, the results of the statewide survey prove
quite interesting.

Consistent with Wehmeyer, et al.'s

(2000) work, approximately half of those surveyed reported
some familiarity with the term self-determination.
Additionally, Wehmeyer, et al.,

(2000) found that roughly

half of all teachers believe they are incorporating self
determination skills into IEP goals or instruction.

Though

that exact question was not examined, almost half of the
students who participated in their IEP meeting had prior
training for it, suggesting that there may be IEP skill
related goals on their current IEP.

Further research in

this area might focus on the exact strategies used to teach
students self-determination skills, and then how much that
enables the student to participate actively and positively
in his/her IEP meeting.

Additionally, a longitudinal study

following these students out of high school would be
helpful in determining how much proficiency with these
skills reflect later life success.
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The design of the surveys is a limitation to these
results.

The subjectivity of the terms "active

participants, passive observers or somewhere in-between"
did not provide for continuity.

In the future, the use of

a Likert scale will guide respondents to better answer the
question objectively.

Teacher perceptions are another

limitation, as all of the information about the extent of
participation was reliant on the teacher's point of view.
This can be controlled for by defining each option
explicitly, or by using outside observers who have been
trained and checked for inter-observer reliability.
Another limitation to this survey was the increments for
the request for school size.

Had the increments been

smaller, starting at less than 300, this information would
have been valuable in determining if the size of the school
has any effect on the inclusion of students in their IEPs.
In addition, a better survey needs to include OHI and AHDH
as disability options in addition to the "other" category.
Though the responses to the post-surveys received
reflect that given the tools teachers will work with
students with learning disabilities on skills important for
involvement in the IEP, this result cannot be generalized
because only two post-surveys were returned.

Had there

been fewer time restraints, the return rate probably would
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have been better, as teachers would have completed IEP
meetings and would have more concrete feedback.

Future

researchers may want to examine the types of self
determination skills programs that teachers are inclined to
use, and what works best to promote these skills in
children across disabilities.
The goal of education is to provide for future student
success.

By providing students with experiences, such as

IEP development, in which their self-determination skills
can be developed and refined, teachers are enabling
students to accomplish greater things in life than if they
lacked these skills.
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Appendix A
Student Involvement in IEP Survey

(General)
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Student Involvement in IEP Survey
1. I am responsible for the IEPs of students in the following grades (circle all that apply):
below 6

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

12+

2. Approximately how many IEPs are on your caseload each year?
Please break your caseload down by disability:

LD

---

MMR

---

EBD ---

Other ---

3. Have any of your students been present at their IEP meetings in the past? If
yes, how many and with what disabilities? Have the students had any preparation for
the meeting? Were they active participants, passive observers or somewhere in
between?

4. How familiar are you with the term "self determination" as it relates to special
education?
Clueless.

Have heard of it.

Have read articles regarding it.

[

Have had training.

5. Have you ever had any courses or inservice training related to student-led IEPs?
Please
describe any training you have received.

6. What is the size of your school population?
Below 1000

1000-1300

1301-1700

1701-2000

above 2000
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Appendix B
Cover Letter for General Survey
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Dear Special Education Teacher,
My name is Elizabeth Edgemon and I am a special
education graduate student at Longwood College in
Farmville, Virginia.

As a portion of my graduate work I am

doing research on the importance of student involvement in
the IEP process as well as researching the extent to which
students of varying disabilities are involved in their
IEPs.
Therefore, it would aid me greatly if you could take a
few moments to fill out the attached survey and return it
in the included, stamped envelope.

There are no

identifying marks on the survey, thus ensuring the
anonymity of your answers.

The name of your school and

district will not be used in any subsequent reporting of
the data collected.

If you have questions about the survey

or my research, please contact me at 804-392-6382.

Sincerely,
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Appendix C
Cover Letter to Director of Special Education

I
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To Whom It May Concern:
My name is Elizabeth Edgemon and I am a special
education graduate student at Longwood College in
Farmville, Virginia.

As a portion of my graduate work I am

doing research on the importance of student involvement in
the IEP process as well as researching the extent to which
students of varying disabilities are involved in their
IEPs.
Therefore, it would aid me greatly if you could pass
along the attached letter and survey to a special educator
teaching in a high school within your school district.

It

will only take a few moments for them to fill out the
attached survey and return it in the included, stamped
envelope.

There are no identifying marks on the survey,

thus ensuring the anonymity of the teachers answers.

The

name of the school and district will not be used in any
subsequent reporting of the data collected.

I

If you have

questions about the survey or my research, please contact
me at 804-392-6382 or eaedgemo�longwood.lwc.edu.
Sincerely,
Elizabeth Edgemon
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Appendix D
Letter to Local Superintendent

I
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Dear Mr./Ms. Superintendent,
My name is Elizabeth Edgemon and I am a special
education graduate student at Longwood College in
Farmville, Virginia.

As a portion of my graduate work I am

doing research on the importance of student involvement in
the IEP process.

Through my research I was disheartened to

find that, though schools may comply with the IDEA 1997
mandate for student presence at these meetings, many
students are still not active participants in these
meetings that determine the course of their lives.
Research has shown that one reason for the lack of
student involvement in IEP meetings is that teachers do not
possess knowledge about the importance, benefits and
opportunities for student involvement.

Therefore,

sir/ma'am, I would like to come to your school division
sometime within the next three weeks and provide inservice
training for special educators who are responsible for
writing the IEPs for students in the middle and high
schools.

These teachers will be provided with training

based on Student-Led IEPs:

A Guide for Student Involvement

(in press) along with many strategies for incorporating
students into the IEP process.
At the end of March the teachers who have received the
training will receive a follow-up survey to help me
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determine the effectiveness and practicality of this
inservice session.

The names of the teachers involved as

well as your school division will not be used in any
section of my thesis paper.

I guarantee the school

systems' and teachers' anonymity and confidentiality, and
additionally please understand that your participation is
voluntary.

A summary of my findings will be made available

to you upon request.
I appreciate your consideration in this matter.

If

this training is something that you would like to provide
for your special educators, please call me at 804-392-6382
so that we can schedule a date and time for sometime in the
next three weeks.

Sincerely,
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Appendix E
Student Involvement in IEP Survey

(Post)
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1. What is today's date? -------2. Approximately how many IEPs are on your caseload each year? _____
Please break your caseload down by disability:
LD ---

MMR

---

EBD ---

Other ---

3. Since the IEP inservice training session, how many of your students and with what
disabilities have you worked with or plan to work with on the following IBP-related
areas?
# of students
Skill
Disabilities
A. Understanding the IEP
B. Disability Laws
C. Accommodations
D. Identifying goals
E. Writing the IEP
4. What do you feel the students have gained from this instruction?
Nothing.
determination.
A better understanding of disability
and rights.

Minimal increases in selfThe ability to participate actively and
helpfully in their IEP process.

5. If you have had any IEP meetings since the inservice training, in how many was the
student present?
6. Were parents and other IEP team members responsive to the student's involvement in
the meeting?
They listened to the student
It was as if the student were not there.
but disregarded the student's
input.
They listened to and incorporated
student input into the IEP.
7. Do you feel that it was beneficial for the student to be present and active in his/her IEP
meeting?
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Appendix F
Inservice Presentation

Student Participation in IEPs 61

Involving Students
in the IEP Process

■

■

.:1 I

a;'!•

Why and How Do
We Do This??

.,.a Things to Remember:
■ Involve Administrators
•
Involve Parents
,:�
■ Include goals and objectives related to a
student's involvement in the process on
his current IEP
Ensure Confidentiality

•
•
"•
�

•
,..,

Iii

■

I Why Involve Students?
■ IDEA '97 Amendments-------student must
be involved in IEP process once he is
'5".-J
14 and anytime transition is discussed
■ Increases students' self-determination
and self-advocacy skills, as well as
intrinsic motivation to learn
It's their future!!!!

Iii

•

Ill

• ■

I Getting Started

-�a
.,,,.

■

Self-Determination
■ "Choosing and enacting choices to control

one's life----to the maximum extent possiblebased on knowing and valuing oneself, and in
pursuit of one's own needs, interests, and
values• (Campeau & Wolman)
■ Include: choice making, decision making,
problem.solving, goal setting and attainment,
self-observation skills, self-evaluation skills,
self-awareness and self-knowledge

•..
-•
:a

•....

■ Selecting students

■ Determining Instructional Goals

- Understand purpose of IEP and its parts
- Gather input from IEP team members prior to
meeting
- Based on that input, write sections of the IEP to
propose for approval and amendment at the IEP
meeting
- Co-present infonmalion at IEP meeting
- Lead the IEP meeting

Some Strategies
■ !PLAN (VanReusen
& Bos)

- Inventory strengths &
weaknesses
- Provide inventory
information
- Listen & Respond
- Ask Questions
- Name your goals

■ ASSERT (Kling)

- Awareness of
Disability
- State Disability
- State strengths &
limitations
- Evaluate problem &
solutions
- Role Play solution
- Try it in the real
setting
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I Activity Suggestions

-

■

-

■

■
■

■
■

IEP Search: give the student a copy of an IEP and
have them find all of the parts
How Do I Learn? Ask students questions to explore
their learning stytes, then show them how those
answers could be used to develop the IEP
Whet do I already know? Survey students prior
knowledge about their IEPs
What do I want to know? Use KWL; present a list of
terms, ask students what they know about each item,
and what they want to know about each item
Whet does it mean to have a disability? Videotapes,
speakers

•• Assessing the IEP
-l.
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■ Goal Section
- Hav e student list strengths and
weaknesses by subject
- Have student check off goals that he has
achieved and explain how he knows he
has met each goal
- Ask student to show goals to parents and
teachers and ask them if the goals have
been met
- Discuss goals for new IEP; "Are there parts
of your school work that you would like to
change?"

111 For Transition-Age Students

Iii

■ Have student complete interest surveys
■ Have student look at their accommodations and
think about what accommodations they will
continue to need after high school. Contact
agencies that provide these services and have
them meet with the student
■ Identify potential adult living, working and
educational environments and educate the
•
student about them, applying for them by his
last year in school
■ Develop goals and objectives related to
employment, recreation and leisure,
home/independent living, community
Ml
participation, post-secondary training and
learning experiences
■-

a
.il

Iii

�: Activity Suggestions
•
,;

• What is a law? Invite students to look through the
laws; make key word posters on each law containing
portions that are pertinent to the IEP
- Laws to Include: IDEA, RehabilitaUon Act at 1992, ADA

• What do these terms mean? Prepare a glossary of
unfamiliar terms for students, then review using the
same methods as v.,lh regular vocabulary
•
("Jeopardy," "BINGO," matching, restating definitions
in own terms, etc)
• ■ How do I make the transition to Adult Life? If the
student is 14, help student think about what he wants
to do after high school, discuss skills needed to make
goals a reality
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Accommodations Section
■ Have students explain their concept of

accommodations & give examples of their
current accommodations; why are they
helpful? what subjects l>iey are helpful for?
■ Have student tell you what helps them learn;
have student list what they do well in their
best class, then think about what helps them
do well
■ Ask what gets in the way of their learning;
what makes their hardest class difficult? How
can that be improved?
■ Go over an accommodation request form
together

�- Writing the IEP
■ Describe the disability. How does it affect
you at home, school and in the community?
What is harder because of the disability?
■ State behavioral and social strengths and
needs. Checklists might be helpful: Am I on
time? Do I talk to my peers outside of
school?
■ Help students prepare drafts one step at a
time. Encourage them to share the draft with
parents and teachers, gathering feedback
from both.
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The IEP Meeting-Options for
•· Participation
■ Attending the IEP meeting and sharing

-•

information
■ Co-presenting
■ Leading

• For those who wish to Lead ...

'I

■ Greeting people
■ Making introductions
■ Reviewing the agenda
•� ■ Explaining legal requirements
■ Asking for questions and/or feedback
■ Dealing with differences of opinion
■ Staying on track and on schedule
■ Keeping track of time
■ Closing the meeting by summarizing
decisions and thanking everyone

•
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Prepping for the Meeting

Iii ■

Have students select the portions of the IEP
they want to present
■ Help students organize their presentation;
•
maybe write or say (into a tape recorder)
everything they want to say, then refine it
■ Provide students with prompts (numbered
note cards, sticky notes, highlighted portions
•
of the IEP)
■ Make sure students have opportunities to
rehearse
■ Consider putting post-it notes with the
proposed goals in the appropriate place on
the IEP form

•
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Great Aides!

■ Kling, B. (2000). Assert yourself: Helping students
of all ages develop self-advocacy skills. Teaching
Exceptional Children. 32(3), 66-70.
■ Kupper, L. (1995). Helping students develop their
l.!;,f§. Washington, D.C.: NICHCY.
• The IEP Coach.
http://wml.people.virginia.edul-pmc2r/web_class/iep
coach.html
■ VanReusen, A.K. & Box, C.S. (1990). IPLAN:
Helping students communicate In planning
confsrences. Teaching Exceptional Children 22(4),
30-32.
■ McGehee, M. Mason, C, Wallace, T. & Jones, B. C,n
press). student-led IEPs: Aguide for student
involvement. Manuscript submitted for publication.

